What to Listen for

in a High-Quality, Inclusive, Rich Oral
Language Preschool Learning Environment

The gift of communication makes us human and is the foundation for learning and
development in all domains (cited works by Snow et al). Interactive, two-way
communication among children and among children and adults helps to establish positive
relationships which serve as the foundation for emotional, social, health, physical, cognitive,
and literacy development (See Rosenkoetter & Knapp-Philo, 2006 for research review).
Children who do not hear a lot of talk and who are not encouraged to talk themselves often
have problems learning to read. (Armbruster, Lehr, & Osborne, 2003). According to the
NICHD Early Child Care Research Network (2005), broad language abilities such as narrative
knowledge, semantics, syntax, morphology and vocabulary play a significant role in
predicting early literacy abilities. This large longitudinal study found that “language
provides more than a foundation of reading per se. It offers a foundation for learning to
learn” (p. 440). In fact, the National Early Literacy Panel found that children’s oral language
abilities are among the most significant predictors of later literacy learning (Strickland &
Riley-Ayers, 2006). Children without good oral language skills and large vocabularies tend
to fall behind in third and fourth grade (Chall & Jacobs, 2003).

Oral language is a child’s ability to understand and use spoken/signed words and

sentences. Preschoolers begin to develop these specific oral language abilities:
Understand and use increasingly complex sentences
Understand and use a growing vocabulary both in quantity and diversity of words
Attend to language for longer periods of time, such as when books are read,
people are telling stories, and during conversations
Consistently respond to requests for information or action (e.g., respond to
questions and follow one- and two-step directions)
Comprehend and use language for multiple social and cognitive purposes
(e.g., understand and talk about feelings, create and enact “roles, establish/
maintain relationships)
Develop familiarity with sounds in words (e.g., listening to, identifying,
recognizing, discriminating)
Understand that people communicate in many ways, including through gestures,
sign language, facial expressions and augmentative communication devices
Use verbal and non-verbal language (gestures, devices, signs and picture
symbols) to communicate for multiple purposes (e.g., to express wants, needs,
ideas, feelings and to relate personal information and experiences)
Describe experiences and create and/or retell simple stories
Ask questions and make comments related to the topic of discussion

Foundations: Early Learning Standards for NC Preschoolers and Strategies to Guide
Their Success, NC DPI (2003)
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in a High-Quality, Inclusive,
Rich Oral Language Preschool
Learning Environment

A Guide for Administrators,
Teachers and Families

“Everyday activities of all sorts, accompanied by
interesting talk with lots of new vocabulary play an important
part in children’s language and literacy development.”

Dickinson & Tabors, 2001, p.330
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